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Far off over the bay 
we mistake whitecaps 
for clouds, as earth and sky 
are filled with flowery shells 
like blossoms, as in ages past. 


-- Yugiri no Magaki, 
from Utamaro’s Gifts from the Ebb Tide (c. 1789) 
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The Sea 


rom the strong currents and 
Rk complex tides of the Sea of Ja- 

pan, to the churning waves of 
the Pacific Ocean, to the innumerable 
rivers, streams, and lakes that are wo- 
ven through the mountains and plains 
of the island chain, the culture of Japan 
is inseparable from the world of the sea. 
Within the native religious tradition of 
Shinto, the waves and tides are home 
to some of the most significant divine 
figures, and because of the symbiotic 
relationship between man and the sea, 
Japanese artists have always found 
it to be a source of inspiration and a 
spark for the imagination. 

The rhythmic, stylized undulations 
of waves have always had a significant 
presence in the visual culture of Japan. 
In the art of the woodblock print, the 
sea is a complex setting where literary 
traditions, poetic associations, and 
popular culture combine, resulting in a 
body of work that is inventive, exciting, 
and diverse. In particular, Japan’s vari- 
ous bodies of water play an important 
role in Edo-period ukiyo-e meisho-e, 
or pictures of famous sites, where an 
iconic spit of land jutting out into the 
currents, or a cresting wave framing 
the moonlit snowcap of Mt Fuji speak 
simultaneously to a contemporaneous 
culture of travel and an entrenched 
tradition of literary associations. This 
exhibition features woodblock prints 
spanning from the seventeenth to the 
twentieth century, demonstrating both 
the consistency and variety of this ar- 
tistic theme. 

No single work of Japanese art is 
better known than Hokusai’s (1760- 
1849) Great Wave off Kanagawa. Fa- 
mous worldwide for the iconic swoop 
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of a large ocean crest curving over the 
faraway peak of Mt Fuji, the image is 
now synonymous with Japan. In this 
print, from Hokusai’s series of Thirty-six 
Views of Mt Fuji, the sea is a powerful 
and dynamic creature, and the art- 
ist captures the ever-shifting array of 
colors and currents into the one, brief 
moment before the breaking of the 
swell over the small boats beneath. 
For all that the image communicates 
the immense might of the sea, it also 
contains a delicate balance and refined 
sense of space that underscores its 
importance and popularity. 

Hokusai was fascinated by the sea 
throughout his career, and he was 
inspired by the many moods of the 
waters that surrounded his nation. 
Similarly, earlier ukiyo-e artists Such as 
Harunobu (1725-1770) and Utamaro 
(1753-1806) often feature the seaside 
as a site of leisure activity, emphasizing 
the multi-faceted relationship between 
man and nature. Utamaro’s early and 
incredibly rare Awabi Divers triptych 
illustrates the seaside as a place of 
relaxation and female beauty, while 
Harunobu’s version of the seaside is 
harmoniously completed by a trio of 
elegant figures out for a boating excur- 
sion; the water that guides them along 
is serene and gentle. 

While the activity on the surface of the 
sea features heavily in the ukiyo-e tradi- 
tion, artists also sought to stretch their 
imaginations by capturing the many 
worlds that thrive under the waves. 
Utamaro’s famous Gifts from the Ebb 
Tide looks to the small, dark tidal pools 
as unexpected treasure hoards, where 
clusters of gem-like shells glitter with 
gold leaf and sprinklings of mica. This 


exhibition also showcases several prints 
from Hiroshige’s (1797-1858) A Shoal of 
Fishes, where highly detailed observa- 
tion of aquatic life is brought together 
with poetic verse and literary associa- 
tions of the four Seasons. 

Perhaps no other woodblock artist 
of the Edo period captured as many 
different moods of Japan’s countless 
waterways as Hiroshige. Prints from 
his numerous series, including Famous 
Views from the Sixty-Odd Provinces, 
Fifty-Three Stations of the Tokaido (both 
the Reisho and Hoeido editions), One 
Hundred Views of Edo, and his Thirty- 
Six Views of Mt Fuji show the sea in a 
state of tranquil calm under the shim- 
mering curve of a rainbow, churning in 
the wild dance of the Naruto whirlpools, 
in moonlight, under the sunset, in rain, 
and on sparkling clear days. Often, the 
sea and the surrounding environment 
have a complex and imaginative rela- 
tionship. His print of an immense wave 
off the coast of Satta, from the Thirty-Six 
Views, marries the solidly leaping body 
of a wave with foam so light and airy 
it appears as though it will, in the next 
moment, break away and join the little 
family of plovers soaring overhead in the 
clear sky. 

Kuniyoshi’s (1797-1861) prints of 
legendary battles above and below the 
surface of the sea are powerful, dynam- 
ic compositions with bold colors and 
clear, descriptive lines. His seascapes 
teem with proud warriors, famous he- 
roes, ghosts, gods, and monsters. In 
the print Kintaro Battling the Giant Carp, 
the young folk hero with supernatural 
strength wrestles with an enormous 
carp fish under the pounding force of 
a waterfall. Here, Kuniyoshi ingeniously 
shows the power and quality of the 
waterfall through implied translucence 
and bright, stylized flecks of foam. This 
exhibition also features a selection of 
Kuniyoshi’s important and dramatic 


triptychs, including several warrior prints 
from the Robinson collection, and his 
prints of the ghosts of the Taira family, 
where the setting of the turbulent sea 
heightens the clamor and chaos of bat- 
tle. 

In a similar vein, Yoshitoshi’s (1832- 
1892) important series 100 Views of 
the Moon includes multiple prints where 
the sea is a dramatic, powerful setting 
for Japan’s most significant legendary 
figures. This exhibition features one of 
the most iconic prints of the series, The 
Moon Above the Sea at Daimotsu Bay, 
where the hero Benkei stands defiantly 
at the prow of his boat, ready to quell 
the storm that his enemies have sent to 
defeat him. In Yoshitoshi’s version of the 
narrative, the sea is dark and organically 
alive, threatening to subsume Benkei’s 
figure with dancing, flame-like crests. 

Twentieth-century masters of the 
woodblock, such as Yoshida (1876- 
1950) and Hasui (1883-1957), show 
us the sea as a serene sheen of glass, 
home to bobbing sailboats and slum- 
bering harbors, glimmering in the setting 
sun. In the rapidly urbanizing Japan of 
the twentieth century, these prints recall 
a simpler time and provide a calming 
respite from the frenetic pace of industry 
and commerce. 

Ronin Gallery is pleased to present 
this all-encompassing exhibition cel- 
ebrating the long history of this integral 
theme of Japanese art. In these featured 
woodblock prints, the sea is a dynamic 
and powerful actor in its own right, and 
taken as a whole, this exhibition com- 
prehensively showcases the quality of 
Japan’s reverence and affection for the 
sea. 
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Harunobu 


1725 - 1770 


one of the finest ukiyo-e artists. He 

is accredited with the innovation of 
nishiki-e: “brocade prints” that are distin- 
guished by their rich and saturated color. 
It is reported that the innovator Nishimura 
Shigenaga was his teacher, but most of 
his early pieces show no indication of this. 
Instead it seems as if he drew inspiration 
from Nishikawa Sukenobu. His innovative 
approach to printing catapulted him to 
fame and he became well known for his 
elegant and light women and his depic- 
tions of everyday Edo life. 


S uzuki Harunobu is considered to be 
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Boating; Parody of Bailetian 
Harunobu 

Woodblock Print 

c. 1767 

11” x 8.25” 


ref #: JPR5263 


Harunobu’s version of the sea is harmoniously 
completed by a trio of elegant figures out for a 
boating excursion; the water that guides them 
along is serene and gentle. This print is from a 
series of “parody prints” or mitate-e: Harunobu 
played with traditional literary sources from 
both Japan and China, often replacing historic 
and literary figures with the beautiful young 
women of his time. 
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Utamaro 


1753 - 1806 


itagawa, Utamaro is one of the 
K masters of wood block printing. He 

was initially taught by the scholar 
and artist Toriyama Sekien until his death in 
1788. Utamaro is especially well known for 
his prints of women whose moods and per- 
sonalities he was able to subtlety capture in 
his work. He was a prolific artist who also 
produced illustrated book and a number of 
paintings; it is estimated that in his life time 
he produced over two thousand works. In 
1804, Utamaro ran into legal trouble with 
the Tokugawa Shogunate for producing 
prints that were related to a historical novel 
that had been banned. He was sentenced 
and imprisoned for a short time; some be- 
lieve that this broke Utamaro’s spirit and 
he died in Edo two years later in 1806 at 
the age of fifty three. He influenced many of 
the Impressionists in Europe and America. 
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Shells On and Around a Rock 
Gifts of the Ebb-Tide Series 
Utamaro 

Woodblock Print 

c. 1789 


5.5” x 14.25” 
ref. #: JP5549 


This exquisite print, from Utamaro’s trilogy of ehon 
nature studies, illustrates the seabed as a glitter- 
ing trove of shells and color-encrusted rocks. The 
shells are delicately rendered, with an incredible 
attention to naturalistic detail. The faint sprinklings 
of mica combined with ingenious blind embossing 
creates a breathtaking impression of the texture 
and life of the natural world beneath the waves. 


Shells and Seaweed 

Gifts of the Ebb-Tide Series 
Utamaro 

Woodblock Print 

c. 1789 

6” x 15” 

ref. #: JP5548 


This masterpiece showcases a group of shells, and 
a large, sumptuous abalone nestled on a bed of 
seaweed fronds. The pearly interior of the abalone 
is rendered with delicate color meant to recreate 
the natural iridescence of the shell. On left side, lit- 
tleneck clams and snail shells scatter across the 
sand; Utamaro has illustrated these shells from 
every possible viewpoint and in every stage of 
opening. 
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The Awabi Divers at Enoshima 
Utamaro 

Woodblock Print 

1789 

15.25” x 30” 


From the Tikotin Collection 
Ref. #: JP5378 
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This very rare triptych stands as one of Utamaro’s greatest designs from his early period. 
Young women and children, gaze at the awabi divers surfacing with open abalone shells. 
The graceful women on the shore contrast with the naturalistic and sensuous divers, 
whose swollen bellies and bare breasts enhance the composition of this masterpiece. 
Other impressions of this print are in the collections of the British Museum and the Tokyo 
National Museum. 
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Hokusai 


1760 - 1849 


ne of the most iconic artists of 
ukiyo-e, Hokusai, was born in 
Edo with the childhood name 
Tokitaro. He grew up in an artisan fam- 
ily and at the age of fourteen, became 
an apprentice to a wood-carver be- 
fore becoming a pupil of Katsukawa 
Shunsho, an ukiyo-e artist of the time. 
Hokusai dedicated nineteen years to 
the Katsukawa School but in 1795, he 
began working with one of Shunsho’s 
senior disciples, Shunro. After a brief 
period, Hokusai adopted the name Ta- 
waraya Sori. Under this name, he pro- 
duced surimono, brush paintings and 
book illustrations. 

In 1798, Hokusai freed himself of 
all school association and became 
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an independent artist, adopting the 
name Hokusai. In 1811, he once again 
changed his name to Taito, and began 
creating manga and ehon. He began 
to achieve artistic fame in Japan in 
1820, creating the acclaimed “Thirty 
Six Views of Mount Fuji” (1826 — 1833) 
which includes the famous Great Wave 
Off Kanagawa. Hokusai continued to 
produce his most well known pieces, 
such as the “One Hundred Views of 
Mount Fuji” and his largest work, the 
Hokusai Manga, a book containing 
around four thousand sketches of 
people, animals, objects, landscapes 
and so forth. He passed away in April 
of 1849, but his work would have a 
profound influence on Western art. 


Collecting Seaweed At low tide a group of men and women gather to collect 


Hokusai seaweed and shells. While half-naked men stretch, grace- 
Woodblock Print ful women bend and a boy runs across the beach with 
c. 1815 a struggling turtle in both hands. In the background, two 
10.25” x 15” men struggle over a basket, encouraging the viewer's eye 
ref. #: JPR5220 to travel towards the misty hills beyond the water. Other 


impressions of this print are in Honolulu Museum of Art 
and the Museum of Fine Arts Boston. 
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The Great Wave off Kanagawa 
36 Views of Fuji 

Hokusai 

Woodblock Print 

C. 1829 - 1833 

9.75” x 14.5” 

ref. #: JP5367 
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This print is one of the most iconic images of 
Japanese art. Hokusai captures the ever-shifting 
colors and currents of the sea into one brief mo- 
ment before the breaking of the swell over the 
boats beneath. For all the power that the image 
communicates, it also contains a delicate balance 
and refined sense of space that underscores its 
enormous importance. The magistic curve implies 
a circle: the positive and negative space of the im- 
age, like the fishermen and the sea, like the highest 
peak of Japan and the lowest depths of its waters, 
are bound up as one inseparable whole. 


Ohtomo no Yakamochi 

100 Poems as Told by the Nurse 
Hokusai 

Woodblock Print 

1839 

10.25” x 14.75” 

ref. #: JP2560 


In Hokusai’s acclaimed “One Hundred Poems” series, 
only 28 prints have ever been acknowledged, although 
preparatory drawings for all planned 100 images have 
been found. This fascinating print illustrates a work by 
the famous Nara-period poet Otomo no Yakamochi, 


entitled “The Magpie Bridge:” 


If | see that bridge 
That is spanned by flights of magpies 
Across the arc of heaven 
Made white with a deep-laid frost 
Then the night is almost past. 
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Ono no Takamura 

100 Poems as Told by the Nurse 
Hokusai 

Woodblock Print 

1839 

9.75” x 14” 

ref. #: JP5367 
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This is one of the most beloved prints from the 
“100 Poems by the Nurse” series. Although the title 
of the print and the poem do not immediately ap- 
pear to be related to the concept of divers, Hoku- 
sai manages to connect them through the imagery 
of distant ships, and of lithe bodies slipping in and 
out between the waves. The poem reads: “O fish- 
erman, tell it for me to my dear folks at home, that 
| set out alone across the sea for isles which far off 
grouped lie.” 


Bamboo Grove at Sanson 
Eight Views of Ryukyu 
Hokusai 

Woodblock Print 

c. 1833 

10.25” x 15” 

ref. #: JP2559 


Although Hokusai never visited the remote archipelago 
known as Ryukyu, he was very familiar with a Japanese 
book on the islands from 1757. Hokusai’s prints from 
this series, The Eight Views of Ryukyu, are all based 
on meticulous observation of illustrations from that pub- 
lication. This rare print shows the forests of bamboo 
clustered throughout the seashore, with the thread of 
small islands nestled into the misty ocean beyond. 


roningallery.com | 212.688.0188 19 


Yodo River in Moonlight 
Snow Moon and Flowers 
Hokusai 

Woodblock Print 

c. 18382 


10.25” x 15” 
ref. #: JP5166 


20 roningallery.com | 212.688.0188 


The Yodo River has a special place in the literary and 
artistic traditions of Japan. Being the main waterway 
connecting Kyoto and Osaka, its gentle currents were 
used by merchants and fisherman. Hokusai illustrates 
the river as a wide, curving, blue expanse under the 
light of the full moon. The pale pink of the clouds 
makes an attractive contrast to the light indigo of the 


water, with boats floating peacefully by. 


Tama River, Bushu 
36 Views of Fuji 
Hokusai 
Woodblock Print 
C.1829 - 1833 


10.25” x 15” 
ref. #: JP5372 


This stunning print from Hokusai’s “Thirty-six Views of 
Fuji” depicts the iconic peak rising through low clouds, 
the currents of the Tama River cutting a gently sloping 
diagonal across the composition. The palette of subdued 
but richly hued indigos and dark blues endows the image 
with a surprisingly modern and graphic quality. 
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Enoshima in Sagami Province 
36 Views of Fuji 

Hokusai 

Woodblock Print 

C.1829 - 1833 

9.5” x 14.5” 

ref. #: JP1227 
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Hokusai illustrates the small island and seaside 
town of Enoshima, famous for its tidal pools, 
seaside caves, and a clear view of Mt Fuji. In 
Hokusai’s rendering of the famous locale, pil- 
grims cross the water on a sandbar causeway 
framed by pink clouds, and behind the village, 
the top of the pagoda of Enoshima shrine pierc- 
es through the trees. In the 19th century, Enoshi- 
ma was only accessible from Edo at low tide by 
walking along the coastal beaches. 


Hiroshige 


1797 - 1858 


n the canon of ukiyo-e there is 
I one name above all others that 

evokes the tender, lyrical beauty 
of the Japanese landscape - Hiro- 
shige. Born in Edo as Ando Tokutaro, 
he grew up in a minor samurai fam- 
ily that belonged to Edo’s firefighting 
force. It is here that Hiroshige was 
given his first exposure to art: legend 
has it that a fellow fireman tutored him 
in the popular Kano school of paint- 
ing. In 1811 at the age of fifteen, the 
young artist entered an apprentice- 
ship with the celebrated Utagawa 
Toyohiro and was bestowed with 
the artist name, Hiroshige after only 
a year. Despite this, his artistic ge- 
nius went largely unnoticed with the 
public until the publication of his “The 
53 Stations of the Tokaido,” a land- 
mark series documenting the journey 


from Edo to Kyoto. With the Toku- 
gawa Shogunate relaxing centuries of 
age-old restrictions on travel, urban 
populations embraced travel art and 
Hiroshige arguably became one of 
the most prominent and successful 
artist of the ukiyo-e school. 

Hiroshige’s work had a profound 
influence on the Impressionists of Eu- 
rope: Toulouse Lautrec was fascinated 
with his daring diagonal compositions 
and inventive use of perspective, Van 
Gogh literally copied two prints from 
“100 Famous Views of Edo” in paint- 
ing. In 1858 at the age of sixty-two, 
Hiroshige passed away as a result 
of the Edo cholera epidemic but his 
work continues to convey the beauty 
of Japan and provide insight into the 
everyday life of its citizens. 
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The Sea off Satta Peak, Suruga 
The 36 Views of Fuji 

Hiroshige 

Woodblock Print 

1858 

14.25” x 9.5” 

ref. #: JPR5260 


24 roningallery.com | 212.688.0188 


This is one of Hiroshige’s greatest works. The 
mighty power and violence of the great waves off 
Satta Peak are contrasted with the peaceful tran- 
quility of the small sails in the background and the 
unshakable form of Mount Fuji. 


Naruto Whirlpools, Awa Province 
Famous Views of 60-Odd Provinces 
Hiroshige 

Woodblock Print 

1855 


14.5” x 9.75” 
ref. #: JP5365 


The currents at Naruto are known for being among 
the strongest in the world, and Hiroshige’s use of 
brilliant color and line demonstrate the mighty pow- 
er of the whirlpool. The violence of the wild waves 
buffets the rocky coastline, in deep contrast with 
the tranquility of the background. The white crests 
suggest the great power of the currents below, 
and the flock of birds in the sky almost appears to 
be made of seafoam. This print is considered to be 
one of Hiroshige’s masterpieces. 
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Omi; Ishiyama Temple on Biwa Lake 
Famous Views of 60-Odd Provinces 
Hiroshige 

Woodblock Print 

1853 


14.5” x 9.75” 
ref. #: JP4003 
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A striking composition of horizontal and diagonal 
lines, Hiroshige illustrates the Ishiyama shrine on 
the shores of Lake Biwa -- the largest freshwater 
body of water in Japan -- in the moonlight. The 
scene is tranquil, the waters of Biwa are calm, and 
the soothing palette of light blue, gray, and pale 
pink combine to harmonious effect and atmos- 
phere. This is a very early impression, with the 
wisps of clouds in the sky and across the moon, 


and visibly sharp woodgrain. 


Fine Evening at the Coast, 
Tsushima Province 

Famous Views of 60-Odd Provinces 
Hiroshige 

Woodblock Print 

1856 


14” x 9.5” 
ref. #: JP5563 


Under the flawless arc of a rainbow, Hiroshige 

illustrates the famous coast of Tsushima as an 
idyllic harbor, dotted with sails and beach huts. 
This series consists of sixty-nine different designs 
of each of the sixty-six provinces of Japan. Many 
of the designs from this series are considered 
among Hiroshige’s greatest masterpieces, known 


for their beautiful shading and rich color. 
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Tango; Ama no Hashidate 
Famous Views of 60-Odd Provinces 
Hiroshige 

Woodblock Print 

1853 

14.25” x 9.5” 

ref. #: JP1009 
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One of Japan’s three most famous scenic views, 
the striking strip of land that connects the two 
shores of Miyazu Bay inspired this dynamic com- 
position. The treetops are a clever pattern of hori- 
zontal hatch-lines, and the zigzagging coastline is 
rhythmic and lyrical. It is said that this particular 
print inspired the French Impressionist artist Ed- 
gar Degas to incorporate similar striking diagonal 


structures into his compositions of dancers. 


Kannon Temple at Abuto 

in Bingo Province 

Famous Views of 60-Odd Provinces 
Hiroshige 

Woodblock Print 

1853 


14.5” x 9.75” 
ref. #: JP4005 


At the highest peak of a craggy cliff on the shores 
of Abuto Cape, the famous Kannon Temple over- 
looks the waves below. Hiroshige combines the 
striking form of the building perched on stilts over 
the shadowed rock with a bright turquoise ocean: 
the drama of the sheer drop of the towering cliff 
and the divine presence of the sea beneath it are 
powerfully communicated. This is a very rare early 
impression of this print, with the clouds in the sky, 
various grey tints, and the distinctive brown and 
blue bokashi extending from the base of the cliff. 
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Echigo: Oyashirazu 

Famous Views of 60-Odd Provinces 
Hiroshige 

Woodblock Print 

1853 


14” x 9.75” 
ref. #: JPR5260 
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Where the Japanese alos meets the Sea of Japan, 
are the cliffs, caves, and striking beaches of Oya- 
shirazu. Hiroshige captures the strange rock struc- 
tures and dynamic tides of this famous landscape, 
and the inclusion of two small travelers strolling 
along the beach heightens the magnificent height 
of the cliff and the turblence of the waters sur- 
rounding the beach. 


Oki: Takibi no Yashiro 

Famous Views of 60-Odd Provinces 
Hiroshige 

Woodblock Print 

1853 

13.75” x 9.25” 


ref. #: JP5121 


Hidden among the shadowy trees is a torii gate, 
signaling the presence of the famous Takibi Shrine 
of the Oki archipelago, which is known for provid- 
ing protection to seafarers during storms along the 
Sea of Japan. In Hiroshige’s image, the hulls of two 
enormous wooden ships plow through the bright 
blue waves, headed to the shore of Oki’s Nishi- 
noshima Island to offer prayer and tribute to Takuhi 


Gongen, the kami of the shrine. 
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Arai 

The 58 Stations of the Tokaido 
Hiroshige 

Woodblock Print 

1832-1833 

10” x 14.75” 

ref. #: JP5374 
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The 53 Stations of the Tokaido (Hoeido) is considered 
one of Hiroshige’s masterpiece series. The prints cap- 
ture the beauty, mystery, and adventure of travel along 
this famed coastal road that connected the Imperial 
capital of Kyoto with the Shogun’s capital in Edo. In 
this design, a ferry carrying peasants floats along gen- 
tle blue waters. Closer to the shore, a daimyo’s boat, 
decorated with his crest, bobs on the quiet waves. 


Wild Geese Returning Home at Katata 
Eight Views of Omi 

Hiroshige 

Woodblock Print 

c.1834 


9.5” x 14.5” 
ref. #: JP2548 


Inspired by the Chinese poetic and artistic tradition 
of “The Eight Views of Xiao and Xiang,” Hiroshige 
turns his imagination to the Japanese province of 
Omi, and to the waters of Lake Biwa. In the Chinese 
version of the eight views, “wild geese descending” 
is a depiction of the site where the waters of the 
Xiao and Xiang rivers meet. Hiroshige translates this 
tradition into a peaceful image of the wide, blue ex- 
panse of Lake Biwa. 
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Grouper and Greenling 
Series of Fish 

Hiroshige 

Woodblock Print 

c. 1832 


10.25” x 14.25” 
ref. #: JP5543 


This series of twenty fish prints was orginally commissinoned 
for a poetry club. It was done by two different publishers 
the first ten by Eijudo in 1832 and another ten by Yamashiro 
soon after. In this masterful design the iridescence of the 
grouper’s scales give volume to his large form, and the thick 
areas of black, like brushstrokes, curve along his side. The 
poem reads “Shimahata (Grouper) from the deep bay water 
is sliced and formed into waves to remind the guests of the 
sea.” (Translation: The Metropolitan Museum of Art) 
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Carp 

Series of Fish 
Hiroshige 
Woodblock Print 
c.1832 

9.5” x 14.25” 

ref. #: JP5544 


In this study of a carp the geometric pattern and pearly 
finish of the scales provide dimension, while the playful 
twist of the body create a sense of motion against the 
waves. Through the shading of the water as a gentle pro- 
gression from light blue to rosy pink, Hiroshige illustrates 
the dappling of light refracted through the water. The 
poem reads: “With such power the climbs upstream. 
Some day he will turn into a dragon and reach the 


clouds.” (Translation: The Metropolitan Museum of Art) 
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Kuniyoshi 


1797 = 1861 


uniyoshi will always be remembered 
K as Japan’s greatest master of warrior 

and historical prints. Kuniyoshi had a 
ravenous imagination and the full scope of his 
work reveals an aesthetic sensibility capable of 
assimilating almost any experience. No doubt, 
however, his particular genius felt most at 
home in the world of martial glory where epic 
battles decided the fate of empires and fierce 
warriors clashed to the death. He was born 
in 1797 in Edo the son of a silk dyer. Little is 
known about his very early years, however at 
a young age he is said to have shown remark- 
able talent. When he was 14 he was accepted 
to study the art of woodblock printing under 
Toyokuni | and in time would become one of 
his most successful students. In 1814 he left 
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Toyokuni’s studio to pursue a career as an 
independent artist. In the beginning he had 
little Success and even had to sell tatami 
mats in order to support himself. However, 
his fortunes changed in 1827 when he de- 
signed the dramatic series 108 Heroes of 
the Suikoden. From that point on the public 
hungered for his portrayals of famous sam- 
urai and legendary heroes. He worked in all 
genres and produced some brilliant land- 
scapes and charming bijin-ga. However, he 
will always be remembered as Japanese 
greatest master of the samurai print. He 
had a number of students the most famous 
being Yoshitoshi. He died at the age of 65 
in the spring of 1861 from complications of 
a stroke. 


Minamoto no Shigeyuki 

The 100 Poems by the 100 Poets 
Kuniyoshi 

Woodblock Print 

C.1840 - 1842 

14.5” x 10” 

ref. #: JP5569 


The poet Minamoto no Shigeyuki stands on a 
rocky outcropping overlooking the violent, white- 
capped waves crashing onto the shore below. Mt 
Fuji stands tall and proud, unshakeable, behind the 
monstrous power of the sea, a contrast that is fur- 
ther heightened by the poem: “As the wind driven 
billows shriek, against the rocks and vainly break. 
So, though to win you hard | seek, you’ll not be 
shaken for my sake.” 
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Taira Ghosts Attacking Yoshitsune’s Ship 
Kuniyoshi 

Woodblock Print 

1849-1852 

13.5” x 28” 

ref. #: JP2609 
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In this design, one of Kuniyoshi’s greatest triptychs, 
he combines two of his most beloved and prolific 
subjects: warriors and ghosts. The historical gen- 
eral Minamoto Yoshitsune is commanding a fleet 
across Daimotsu Bay, just as an enormous storm 
begins to gather over the water. Suddenly, as a great 
wave swells under the hull of the boat, threatening to 
overtake them, the storm clouds transform into the 
ghosts of Yoshitsune’s defeated enemies. 


Kintaro Wrestling the Giant Carp 
Kuniyoshi 

Woodblock Print 

c. 1836 

13.75” x 10” 

ref. #: JP5574 


Kintaro, the Japanese folk hero known for his 
supernatural strength, wrestles an enormous 
carp under the pounding force of a waterfall. 
Despite the carp’s desperate attempts to es- 
cape, Kintaro’s feet are firmly on the ground, 
his strong arms wrapped confidently around 
the struggling fish. Kuniyoshi ingeniously shows 
the power and quality of the waterfall through 
implied translucence and bright, stylized flecks 
of foam. 
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Lobster and Phoenix 
Birds and Beasts 
Kuniyoshi 

Woodblock Print 

c. 1837 

14.5” x 10” 

ref. #: JP5572 
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This very rare and dynamic print, from Kuniyoshi’s 
“Birds and Beasts” series, shows a giant lobster 
reaching up out of the waves to grapple with a 
screaming phoenix. The sea below the skirmish is 
wild and energetic. Kuniyoshi combines swirling 
wave patterns with claw-like flecks of foam to great 
background effect while the fantastic battle rages 
on above the waves. 


Ono no Takamura 

The 100 Poems by the 100 Poets 
Kuniyoshi 

Woodblock Print 

c. 1840 - 1842 

14” x 9.5” 

ref. #: JP5568 


This print illustrates the scene described in a 
tanka poem by Ono no Takamura, the famous 
Heian-period scholar. Kuniyoshi illustrates the 
stern view of a great ship, banners and sails fly- 
ing stiffly in the ocean wind, while a smaller row- 
boat slices through the wake in the foreground. 
Poem: “O fisherman, tell it for me, to my dear 
folks at home that |, set out alone across the 
sea, for isles which far off grouped lie.” 
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The Ghost at Kuwana 

The 53 Parallels of the Tokaido 
Kuniyoshi 

Woodblock Print 

c. 1848-1845 

14” x 9” 

ref. #: JP2765 
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In this compelling print, Kuniyoshi illustrates an 
encounter between a brave sea captain and 
a monster of the sea. The captain, Kawanaya 
Tokuzo, leaves port on the last day of the year, 
which is traditionally a very inauspicious day to 
travel, and the sea monster Umibozu, whips 
up a great squall to intimidate the men on the 
boat. Kuniyoshi has depicted Umibozu as a face- 
less apparition, rising like mist from the violently 
crashing waves. 


Saito Toshimoto Nyudo Ryuhon 
Heroes of the Taiheiki 

Kuniyoshi 

Woodblock Print 

1848-1849 

14.25” x 9.5” 

ref. #: JP2081 


From the well known “Heroes of the Taiheiki” 
series, two warriors wrestle underwater. The 
facial expressions of the two men reflect their 
determination, while the tranquility of the lightly 
colored background is emphasized by two fish 
swimming freely nearby, unaware of the deadly 
struggle. The uncomfortable body positions of 
the warriors and their vibrant clothing suggests 
the intensity of their fight and creates a powerful 
sense of movement. 
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Yoshitoshi 


1838 - 1892 


orn to a physician in 1839, 

Yoshitoshi is considered 

to be one of the last great 
masters of ukiyo-e. He worked in 
a Japan that was undergoing rapid 
change, straddling the domains 
of the old, feudal systems and the 
new, modern world. As a young boy 
Yoshitoshi showed remarkable tal- 
ent and at the age of twelve, began 
to study under the renowned art- 
ist Utagawa Kuniyoshi refining his 
skills in observation and drawing. 
His work is known for its eerie and 
imaginative component. As mod- 
ernization pushed ahead, Yoshi- 
toshi suffered a nervous breakdown 
in 1872, living in appalling poverty 
and ceasing all artistic production. 
A year later, he resumed working; 
adopting the artist name Taiso and 
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fulfilling his creative potential. In 1885 
Yoshitoshi began to design one of his 
most acclaimed and popular pieces, 
The 100 Views of the Moon, an en- 
chanted series that captures the 
haunting beauty and complexity of 
the moon. Yoshitoshi’s considerable 
imagination and originality imbued 
his prints with a sensitivity and hon- 
esty rarely seen in ukiyo-e of this tine 
period. Yoshitoshi continued to keep 
the traditions and artistry of ukiyo- 
e alive, working against increasing 
forms of mass production such as 
photography and lithography. In the 
spring of 1892, he suffered his final 
mental breakdown and was commit- 
ted to the Sugamo Asylum. On the 
9th of June 1892, Yoshitoshi died of 
a cerebral hemorrhage at the age of 
fifty-three. 


Moon at Daimotsu Bay - Benkei 
100 Views of the Moon 

Yoshitoshi 

Woodblock Print 

1886 

14.75” x 10” 

ref. #: JPR5045 


This print stands as one of the most iconic of 
Yoshitoshi’s prints. The legendary hero Benkei 
stands defiantly at the prow of his boat, ready to 
quell the storm that his enemies have sent to de- 
feat him. In Yoshitoshi’s version of the narrative, 
the sea is dark and organically alive, threatening 
to subsume Benkei’s figure with dancing, flame- 
like crests. 
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The Ghost of Tomomori Appearing 
at Daimotsu Bay 


36 Ghosts and Strange Apparitions 
Yoshitoshi 

Woodblock Print 

1891 

14.25” x 9.5” 

ref. #: JP110991 
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Trapped at sea by the Minamoto fleet, Tomomori, 
a general from Heike clan, threw himself overboard 
rather than be captured alive. Here, Tomomori re- 
turns as a spectre to revenge his own death. His 
vengeful spirit glides atop churning waves as he 
defiantly raises his spear at the raging sea. 


Moon of the Southern Sea 
One Hundred Views of the Moon 
Yoshitoshi 

Woodblock Print 

1888 

14” x 9.5” 

ref. #: JP2468 


The merciful Boddhisattva Kannon often appears in 
many different forms, both female and male. Here, 
Yoshitoshi contrasts the serenity of the white-robed 
goddess with the violence of the waves breaking 
on the rocks where she sits. The yellow halo glow- 
ing softly behind her illuminates the sky and the 
sea, so dazzling that the crescent moon shines 
only moderately in comparison. 
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Other Masterworks 
of the Sea 


ollowing the arrival of Commodore 

Perry’s black ships in 1853, Japan’s 

political, social, and economic reali- 
ty began to undergo a series of rapid trans- 
formations. Expanded trade meant both 
expanded industry and expanded cultural 
contact, and Japan, which had once been 
closed off to the rest of the world, was 
quickly inundated with all the signs of the 
new and the foreign. 

Artists working during the tumultuous 
and exciting decades of the Meiji and 
Taisho periods often grappled with the rap- 
idly changing world around them. And yet, 
despite all the distractions and pleasures 
of modernity, the sea remained a constant 
source of artistic inspiration. From the ma- 
jor port-cities of Nagasaki and Yokohama 
came an entirely new genre of woodblock 
prints, often showcasing the exciting new 
forms of foreign ships and strange flags 
fluttering in the wind. Following Japan’s 
complete industrialization, later artists of 
the early twentieth century, such as Yoshi- 
da and Hasui, instead turned to the water- 
ways of Japan as a space of respite from 
the frenetic energy of the modern world 
around them, often subtly demonstrating 
how technology and nature could now har- 
moniously exist side-by-side. 
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Dutch Ship in Nagasaki 
Unsigned 

Woodblock Print 

c. 1840- 1850 

8.25” x 12.75” 

ref. #: JP5556 


Although Japan was isolated for much of the 
17th-19th centuries, by the early 1800s, Dutch 
ships would sail into Nagasaki Bay to dock at 
the Dutch settlment of Deshima. The prints that 
depicted these ships were known as Nagasaki 
prints. In this very rare Nagasaki-e, a depiction of 
a Dutch sailing ship with an ornate gilded wood- 
en hull and enormous masts adorned with the 
strange and colorful flags of the western trade 
countries. 
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Distant View of Nada and Arai 


from an American Ship 
The 53 Stations 
Yoshimori (1830 - 1884) 
Woodblock Print 

1872 

14.5” x 9.75” 

ref. #: JP5355 
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Yoshimori’s life and career spanned the incredible 
transformative periods of late Edo and early Meiji 
Japan. Eventually living in Yokohama after Com- 
modore Perry’s arrival and the subsequent opening 
of Japan to the West, he specialized in prints that 
depicted the West, known as Yokohama-e. In this 
print, an American ship slices through the waves, 
its distinctive flag snapping in the wind, demon- 
strating both the impressive form and technology 
of the vessel. 


Moon over Kawasaki 
Kiyochika (1847 - 1915) 
Woodblock Print 

1880 

8.5” x 12.5” 

ref. #: JP2117 


The print brilliantly illustrates four battleships on the Kawasaki 
River. The glowing moon is partly hidden behind dark clouds, 
and the gentle light illuminates both the battleships and the 
tranquil waves. The great curving bulk of the ships’ hulls, their 
monochromatic appearance, and the striking effect of the par- 
allel masts and rigging are executed with simplicity and a keen 
eye. 
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Kosaisho Jumping into the Deep Sea 
Mirror of Famous Women 

Ginko (fl 1874 - 1897) 

Woodblock Print 

c.1880 

13.5” x 9.25” 


ref. #: JP2264 


52 roningallery.com | 212.688.0188 


In this dramatic print, Ginko illustrates an 
emotional moment from the The Tale of the 
Heike, where Kozaisho, upon hearing of the 
death of her husband, Taira no Michimori, in 
the battle of Ichi-no-tani, takes her own life 
by jumping into the raging sea. 


Zaimoku Island, Matsushima 
Kawase, Hasui (1883 - 1957) 
Woodblock Print 

1933 

15.25” x 10.25” 

ref. #: JP5576 


Hasui is the most well known print artist of the 
Taisho and Showa eras. His interest in landscape 
was less indebted to grand traditions of meisho-e 
(images of famous places), but instead was equally 
inspired by the search for the serenity and tranquil- 
ity provided by the natural world. While the small 
string of pine-dotted islands of Matsushima holds 
an important place in the history of Japanese art, 
Hasui’s interpretation of this famous site marries 
the iconic rock formations and the endless waters 
with a freshly inspired artistic vision. 
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Boat Laden with Masonry 
Kawase, Hasui (1883 - 1957) 
Woodblock Print 

Summer 1920 

15.25” x 10.25” 

ref. #: JP5618 
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This is a very rare pre-earthquake print is from the 
first series of Hasui’s “Souvenirs of Travel” series. 
Under the indigo sky of the early dawn, a small boat 
is moored to a rocky bank, as a sailor prepares to 
untie the sails. The beautiful composition, predomi- 
nantly express through shades of blue and white, 
conveys the tranquility of rural life. The influence of 
Western painting on Hasui’s work is apparent in the 
depiction of the clouds, the gentle waves, and the 
gradations of the riverbank. 


Nabeshima 

Yoshida, Hiroshi (1876 - 1950) 
Woodblock Print 

1930 

Woodblock Print 


11” x 15.75” 
ref. #:JP5435 


From his series depicting the numerous inland 
seas of Japan, Yoshida depicts a bay at Nabeshi- 
ma glittering with sunlight, striped by sailboats, 
and barely touched by the breeze. In this series, 
Yoshida’s full skill is on display, demonstrating an 
incredible handling of technique and artistic acuity 
for the temporal and atmospheric conditions of the 
natural world. 
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